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RUBY’S MUSIC FESTIVAL: 
DEVELOPING PROBLEM SOLVING SKILLS USING ONLINE SCENARIOS AND 
CREATING OPPORTUNITIES TO FEED FORWARD 
Michelle Backstrom and Donna Cooper

 
Queensland University of Technology 
One of the characteristics of good teaching is giving the highest quality feedback on student 
work but the term “feedback” is most commonly associated with summative assessment 
given by a teacher after work is completed. The student can often be a passive participant in 
the process. This article looks at the implementation of web based scenarios completed by 
students prior to summative assessment with the objective of improving legal problem 
solving skills. It examines the design process and the implementation of the problem solving 
activity and the approach to teaching and learning taken in the new law unit of which it is 
part. We argue that such activities are effective tools to feed forward and reflect on the 
implications for the effective teaching of law in higher education. 
Introduction 
Teaching law to undergraduate non-law students can be challenging. Students need to 
understand some foundational legal concepts and skills, particularly if they are required to study 
further law units as part of their course. At the Queensland University of Technology (“QUT”) 
effective problem-solving is a skill developed by all law students (whether they are graduates of 
law or another discipline).1  It is one of the identified Australia wide learning outcomes for 
undergraduate Bachelor of Laws students, encapsulated within “Thinking Skills” which include 
the ability to (a) identify and articulate legal issues and (b) apply legal reasoning and research to 
generate appropriate responses to legal issues. 2 The ability to problem-solve will benefit non-
                                                          
 This article expands upon information presented in M Backstrom,Enhancing opportunities to feed forward: 
developing problem solving skills using web based scenarios (Paper presented at Association of Law Teachers 
Conference, Oxford, 1 April 2012).  

 Michelle Backstrom is a lecturer in the QUT Law Faculty. Michelle obtained a QUT Law Faculty Learning and 
Teaching Grant for the project and was assisted by Cheryl Treloar (research and creative writing) and Paul Fenn 
(learning design). The video was produced by QUT’s eTV and the director/producer was Sarah Scully. Donna 
Cooper is a Senior Lecturer in the QUT Law Faculty. 
1
 QUT is located in Brisbane, Australia www.qut.edu.au (accessed 8 August 2013). All Australian undergraduate 
students are required to develop the threshold learning outcomes for their particular discipline, Discipline Standards 
Australia http://disciplinestandards.pbworks.com/w/page/52657697/FrontPage (accessed 8 August 2013). 
2“Thinking Skills” is Threshold Learning Outcome 3, see Prof Kift and Winthrop Prof. Israel, Australian Learning 
and Teaching Council, Learning and Teaching Academic Standards Project, Bachelor of Laws, Learning and 
Teaching Academic Standards Statement December 2010, 10 (accessed 8 August 2013). This learning outcome also 
includes the ability to (c) engage in critical analysis and make a reasoned choice amongst alternatives and (d) think 
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law graduates planning to work in industries where they will be operating within legal 
frameworks by assisting them to identify basic legal issues and recognise when they or their 
clients should seek professional legal advice.3  
Studying law for non-law students can  be daunting as they may feel alienated by the “formality” 
of the law and faced with understanding a vocabulary that they have not previously 
encountered. 4  Such novice learners may become “cognitively overwhelmed” 5  and initially 
experience fear and uncertainty about how to approach assessment tasks.  These students may 
be assisted by the provision of formative feedback well before they are required to tackle a 
summative assessment task.6  Formative feedback can reduce their trepidation about studying 
in an unfamiliar area and “may lead to higher motivation and more efficient task strategies.”7   
This article will discuss the design of an interactive online activity aimed at teaching a generic 
model of legal problem-solving. It has been incorporated into Introduction to Law, a core law unit 
for non-law students studying a recently introduced degree, the Bachelor of Entertainment 
Industries,8 taught jointly by the Faculties of Creative Industries, Business and Law at the QUT.9  
Graduates of this degree may, for example, find employment as producers, publishers, agents 
or promoters in the entertainment industry.  
                                                                                                                                                                                           
creatively in approaching legal issues and generating appropriate responses. See http://www.cald.asn.au/education 
(accessed 8 August 2013). 
3
 V. Allen, “A Critical Reflection on the Methodology of teaching Law to Non-law Students” [2007] 4 Web JCLI 
http://webjcli.ncl.ac.uk/2007/issue4/allen4.html (accessed 8 August 2013). 
4
 Ibid. 
5
 V. Shute, “Focus on Formative Feedback” (2008) 78(1) Review of Educational Research  153,157. 
6
 L. Dunn, C. Morgan, M. O’Reilly, S. Parry, The Student Assessment Handbook: New Directions in Traditional and 
Online Assessment (London, RoutledgeFalmer, 2004), 18; S. Bloxham and P. Boyd, Developing Effective 
Assessment in Higher Education, (Berkshire, McGraw Hill Open University Press, 2007), 15. 
7
 Shute, supra n.5. 
8
 This course is designed for students wanting careers, particularly business related careers in the entertainment 
industry, see QUT, Bachelor of Entertainment Industries, http://www.qut.edu.au/study/courses/bachelor-of-
entertainment-industries  (accessed 8 August 2013). The course is further described in B. Hamley, A. McKee and C. 
Collis “Entertainment: An interdisciplinary approach to an object of study” (2010) 3 (2) Journal of Cultural Science 
1. 
9
 The unit was offered in 2011 to existing students but the degree was formally commenced in 2012.  
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The Introduction to Law unit aims to provide students with an outline of important areas of 
Australian law. Although it does not intend to equip students with the skills to give future clients 
professional legal advice, it is beneficial to assist them with instruction on a legal problem-
solving method so that they can gain an understanding of how the law is applied by courts and 
how to solve basic legal problems in relevant areas. The problem-solving method students learn 
is one of general application which is applied consistently in the QUT Law School across 
different units of legal study.10  
A further goal in the design of this activity was to provide students with little or no previous 
experience in legal study with formative feedback on their learning. It was hoped that completion 
of the online activity would assist students to overcome any insecurities they may have and 
enhance their performance in the final summative problem-solving assignment.11 The design 
was informed by the literature and by what tertiary students consider “good feedback” to be. We 
had access to a survey conducted of a sample of QUT Law Faculty students that was 
specifically aimed at ascertaining their preferences in relation to feedback. We also built upon 
problem solving materials developed by the Australian Learning and Teaching Council, 
Threshold Concepts and Variations Theory Project.12 
At the outset of this article we will discuss the Introduction to Law unit and the design of the 
activity around the narrative framework of “Ruby’s Music Festival”. We will then explain how this 
                                                          
10
 The importance of consistency in relation to the method used is considered in K. Richardson, J. Butler and E. 
Holm, “Teaching Law to non-law students: The use of problem solving models in legal teaching”  (2009) 6(2) 
Studies in Learning, Evaluation Innovation and Development 29, 40. 
11
 Many students orally expressed anxiety to staff during in-person lessons about studying and undertaking 
assessment items in a law unit for the first time. 
12
 For the first activity, we built on the work of the Threshold Concepts and Variations Theory Project to produce an 
introductory problem solving activity that was suitable for the online environment. Support for this original work 
was provided by the Australian Learning and Teaching Council Ltd, an initiative of the Australian Government 
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations. For further information on the project, see G. 
Akerlind, J. McKenzie and M. Lupton,  A threshold concepts focus to curriculum design: supporting student 
learning through application of variation theory (Final Report, Australian Learning and Teaching Council, 2011) 
and the website: www.thresholdvariation.edu.au. The problem solving structure we built on for the first of  our on-
line activities is described in Appendix 8 of the Report. 
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activity complies with the principles of “good feedback” in accordance with the literature and the 
student survey.  Finally we will detail the results of a student evaluation of the online activity 
from a sample of our Introduction to Law cohort and how this was used, together with the 
reflections of teaching staff, to improve both the teaching and learning approach and the 
formative and summative assessment in the unit in 2012.   
 
The Unit: Introduction to Law 
Introduction to Law aims to develop in students an understanding of the Australian legal 
framework, the sources of law (both case law and legislation) and provide an introduction to 
basic concepts in the areas of contract, negligence, property, commercial and consumer law.13 
The unit seeks to demystify the law and is intended to give a foundation in law as it affects 
business with the aim of making students better clients if they ultimately engage with lawyers 
and issues of legal significance.14  
The learning outcomes of the unit are as follows: 
At the conclusion of the study of this unit you will be able to: 
1. Identify and communicate the fundamental principles that underpin the Australian legal system 
and its institutions including parliament and the court system. 
2. Identify and explain a range of laws relevant to industry. 
                                                          
13
 Unit Outline, Introduction to Law LWS009 which also sets out the content, teaching and learning approaches and 
assessment  
http://www.qut.edu.au/study/unit-search/unit?unitCode=LWS009&idunit=464 (accessed 8 August 2013). 
14
 Note that aims are, “statements of general educational intent, seen from the student’s point of view…” P. 
Ramsden, Learning to Teach in Higher Education (2
nd
ed., London, RoutledgeFalmer, 2003), 126.,   
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3. Apply legal principles to problem scenarios relevant to industry. 
4. Present legal concepts clearly and in plain English through oral and written communication.
15  
Introduction to Law may be studied by undergraduate students from any discipline background. 
The student population of the unit is diverse and includes domestic and international 
undergraduate students enrolled in a range of courses from Entertainment Industries to 
Psychology. This student diversity presented challenges for teaching staff as we were aware 
that “each audience has different characteristics and is motivated in different ways”,16 and we 
particularly wanted to ensure that the content engaged students and the assessment tasks were 
relevant to them. 
The unit is a core unit for students enrolled in the Bachelor of Entertainment Industries degree.17 
The Entertainment students continue on to study a second year and higher level law unit, 
Entertainment Law, which has been tailor made for their needs.18  In the first 2011 offering of 
the unit 55 students were enrolled in Introduction to Law.  
The teaching and learning approach for 2011 was that content was delivered by weekly two 
hour lectorials for 12 weeks with a final week 13 two hour workshop.19 The unit outline explains 
that, “During the lectorial key concepts will be explained and class discussion will take place 
during which key concepts will be applied to realistic scenarios using a case study approach.”20 
Many students had weeks when class attendance was difficult because of commitments to 
attend auditions, rehearsals or productions. Class attendance was not compulsory and all 
                                                          
15
 Ibid.  These learning objectives are, “specific and concrete statements of what students are expected to learn”. 
Ramsden, supra n.13. 
16
 M. Nehme, “E- Learning and Students’ Motivation” (2010) 20 Legal Education Review 223, 227 citing Parker, J, 
“The Online Adult Learner: profiles and Practices” in Kidd, T, (ed) Online Education and Adult Learning: New 
Frontiers for Teaching Practices (Information Science Reference, 2010) 2. 
17
The course is described in B. Hamley, A. McKee and C. Collis, supra n. 8.  
18
Unit Outline, LWS008, Entertainment Law, http://www.qut.edu.au/study/unit-
search/unit?unitCode=LWS008&idunit=46475 (accessed 8August 2013). 
19
 Lectorials are a blend of lecture and tutorial formats. 
20
 Introduction to Law LWS009 Unit Outline supra n. 13. 
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lectorials were recorded and the audio available on the unit online teaching website (Blackboard 
site), together with all unit materials.21 
There were three pieces of assessment in the unit which aimed to test whether students had 
achieved the designated learning outcomes for the unit.22 Initially students were required to read 
a legal case and newspaper article and then write a report. This assessment item was weighted 
at 20%. The report was completed after an optional excursion to the Queensland State 
Parliament and Supreme and District Courts and was designed to assess whether students had 
attained an understanding of the legal system and its institutions (learning outcome 1), certain 
legal principles highlighted by the case (learning outcome 2) and their communication of legal 
concepts (learning outcome 4).  The second piece of assessment consisted of a multiple choice 
test weighted at 30%. Questions were theory questions or based on short scenarios. This was 
designed to assess whether students could identify the fundamental principles underpinning the 
legal system and the laws they had been taught (learning outcomes 1 and 2). As there were 
some scenario based multiple choice questions, it also tested our students’ ability to apply the 
legal principles to several real world settings (learning outcome 3).  
One of the aims of the unit is “to introduce students to the essential skill of problem-solving 
which requires the application of legal knowledge to different scenarios” and the related learning 
outcome is to, “Apply legal principles to problem scenarios relevant to industry.”23 The final 
piece of assessment, the assignment, assessed the ability of students to apply a generic 
problem-solving model to real world scenarios.  Students were given a scenario involving a 
group producing live theatre and were required to explain the different legal consequences of 
what occurred on their business. The format of the assignment was a 1500 word written essay 
                                                          
21
 Equity issues do not arise as all internal QUT students have access to computer laboratories on campus. 
22
 Ramsden, supra n. 13, 184-185. 
23
Unit Outline, LWS009 Introduction to Law, supra n 13. 
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weighted at 50%.24 Written feedback for all assessment items was provided after the completion 
of marking. It was provided to students individually via feedback sheets and to the group as a 
whole via the unit Blackboard site. 
 
Ruby’s Music Festival – the activity 
In the first offering of the unit students had access to one online activity, known as “Ruby’s 
Music Festival” which provided them with practise in problem-solving and with formative 
feedback on their learning in preparation for the final assignment. They were initially introduced 
to the process of legal problem-solving in their second lectorial and could further develop their 
knowledge and skills in this area in their own time via the online activity. In 2011 the activity was 
made available online approximately four weeks before the final summative assignment was 
due.25   
 “Ruby’s Music Festival”, made use of a narrative framework and was based around the 
challenges faced by a young entrepreneur, Ruby.  Students engaged with the story via a video 
on the unit Blackboard site.26  Ruby was seeking to establish the “best music festival ever” and 
encountered a number of legal challenges while travelling to the festival site. We decided to use 
a narrative framework as it can “provide engaging worlds in which students are actively involved 
in ‘story-centric’ problem-solving activities.” 27  Such use of a storyline has been shown to 
                                                          
24
 The assignment was due in week 14 of the semester. This was one week after classes finished.  
25
 The activity was completed at this time. However, in future offerings of the unit the activity will be made 
available from the beginning of the semester. 
26
 For a discussion of the use of video in teaching see D. Laurillard, Rethinking University Teaching (2
nd
 ed., Oxon, 
RoutledgeFalmer, 2005), 103-104. 
27
 B. Mott, C. Callaway, L. Zettlemoyer, S. Lee, and J. Lester, “Towards Narrative-Centered Learning 
Environments”, (Proceedings of the AAAI Fall Symposium on Narrative Intelligence, North Falmouth, 
Massachusetts, November 5-7, 1999) 78, http://www.aaai.org/Papers/Symposia/Fall/1999/FS-99-01/FS99-01-
013.pdf (accessed 8 August 2013). 
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promote student engagement and motivation.28 Most young people in Australia have attended 
an outdoor music festival and this subject matter was considered highly relevant to the bulk of 
our students, particularly those studying the Entertainment degree. As such it was considered to 
be an authentic formative assessment activity.29 
Although video is a ‘linear presentational medium’30 it was used in conjunction with another 
teaching medium, PowerPoint slides. Before and after the scenario, students accessed 
PowerPoint slides that provided instruction in the model of legal problem-solving and prompts 
as to how they could solve the legal issues raised. It was interactive in that it included prompt 
questions that required students to answer in their own words, and then provided sample 
answers for them to compare against their own work.31 
We were aware that “learners’ prior knowledge may influence the manner in which they learn 
and the type of obstacles they face.”32 The capacity of our students to access and use on-line 
materials was therefore a relevant consideration during the development phase of this activity. 
The range of students required to access the activity was broad, most were confident users of 
technology, while some had limited exposure. While many of our students were Generation Y 
and ‘digital natives' we wanted to minimize any stress associated with the use of technology33 
                                                          
28
 D. Butler, “Air Gondwana: teaching basic negotiation skills using multimedia” (2008) 1(1&2) JALTA 213 – 226. 
29
 Authentic assessment means for example, “creating assessment items that students experience and relevant in 
their own right.” See K. Sambell, L. McDowell and C. Montgomery, Assessment for Learning in Higher Education, 
(Oxon, Routledge, 2013), “Chapter 1: Designing Authentic Assessment” (eBook). See also Bloxhom and Boyd, 
supra n. 6, 27-28. 
30
 Laurillard, supra n. 25, 103. 
31
 Ibid 114. 
32
 Nehme, supra n.15, 230 citing P. Alexander and J. Judy, “The Interaction of Domain Specific and Strategic 
Knowledge in Academic Performance” (1988) 58 Review of Educational Research 375 and P. Pintrich et al., 
“Instructional Psychology” (1986) 37 Annual Review of Psychology 611. 
33
 Ibid.  
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by ensuring the activity was very simple to use. PowerPoint was the instruction medium chosen 
as it was inexpensive, easy to use, readily available and could be updated if required.34  
Although the traditional delivery of legal education has focused on written formats and an 
instructor who conveys the meaning of the written word to students,35 today, mixed modes of 
teaching are often preferred.36  They can provide enhanced opportunities for feeding forward 
with greater emphasis on student engagement. When developing the activity we considered that 
a web based activity offered via the unit Blackboard site suited our busy student cohort. It was 
available off campus, could be accessed by our students at any time from the date it was made 
available on Blackboard, and could be completed at their own pace.37  This was in accordance 
with the literature that demonstrates that students prefer a balanced approach to the learning 
environment by combining online instruction and face to face contact.38   
As the scenario was aimed at developing our students’ knowledge and skills in legal problem 
solving we will now go on to discuss this aspect of the online activity. 
Explanation of the legal problem-solving model 
                                                          
34
 While the activity was created in Powerpoint, regular navigation was disabled. Instead of proceeding through the 
PowerPoint show in a linear way (as is usually the case) the show is branched and slide material is delivered to 
students in a more flexible way. For tutorials on using the tool, see The Rapid E-Learning Blog, 
http://www.articulate.com/rapid-elearning/ (accessed 8 August 2013). 
35
 J. Hermida, “Teaching criminal law in a visually and technology oriented culture: a visual pedagogy approach” 
(2006) 16 Legal Education Review 153. 
36
 L. McNamara, “Lecturing (and not Lecturing) Using the Web: Developing a Teaching Strategy for Web-based 
Lectures (Flexible Delivery in a First Year Law Subject, Part I)” (2000) 11(2) Legal Education Review 149. 
37
 Laurillard, supra n. 25, 103-104.  The benefits to students were noted in the 2009 Australasian Survey of Student 
Engagement (AUSSE) which identified “the difficulties balancing university studies with personal commitments 
and the need to work more hours to support themselves” as key reasons first year students discontinued their studies, 
Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), AUSSE Research briefing: Getting first year students 
engaged (2010), http:/ ausse.acer.edu.au/images/docs/AUSSE research Briefing vol6.pdf (accessed 5 November 
2012). 
38
 K. Nelson, S. Kift, and W. Harper, “First Portal in a storm: A Virtual Space for Transition Students” Paper 
presented at the ASCILITE Conference Balance, Fidelity, Mobility: Maintaining the Momentum? QUT, Brisbane, 
2005) http://www.ascilite.org.au/conferences/brisbane05/blogs/proceedings/58_Nelson.pdf (accessed 8 August 
2013). Also see Butler, supra n.27. 
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The acronym “ISAAC ISAACS” was commonly used to describe the problem-solving model 
used in several Queensland University of Technology Law School first year units and it was 
decided for consistency that it would be used here.39 This legal problem-solving model required 
students to ascertain the legal issues raised by the problem, to state the law and relevant legal 
authorities, to apply the law in relation to each issue and finally, to reach a conclusion.40 In 
Introduction to Law this model was introduced in the week two class and required students to 
understand and apply legal knowledge in the relevant areas and to identify the relevant legal 
issues presented in a given fact scenario.  They also needed to utilise the skill of analysis to 
apply the correct law to the facts and to come to the correct conclusion.41  When students 
commenced the online activity it started with a review of the problem-solving model. This was 
described to students in the PowerPoint slide in Figure 1.  
                                                          
39
 An acronym developed by John Pyke, Lecturer, QUT and referring to Australian Sir Isaac Isaacs. See J. Pyke 
Constitutional Law, (Australia, Palgrave MacMillan, 2013), xxxiii – xxxiv. 
40
 This method is similar to the IRAC method explained in C. Cook et al, Laying Down the Law (8
th
 ed., Australia, 
LexisNexis Butterworths, 2012), 391-397. See also P. Keyzner, Legal Problem Solving (2
nd
 ed., Chatswood, 
LexisNexis Butterworths, 2003). For a discussion of legal problem-solving and an overview of the literature on 
similar approaches see M. Liddle, “The Varied Landscape of Legal Problem-Solving” (2004) 38(1) The Law 
Teacher 55-57. 
41
 Liddle, supra n. 39, 56. 
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Figure 1: the PowerPoint slide describing the problem-solving method known by the acronym 
ISAAC ISAACS. 
 
Students then viewed the video clip which told Ruby’s story which was the stimulus for the 
activity.42 The story was explained as a series of events which led to a “what would you do 
next?” problem-solving scenario.43 Ruby takes the train to the festival site to meet with stall 
holders and uses an electronic transit card on which she was required to load sufficient money 
for her journey. Figure 2 introduces students to this narrative. 
                                                          
42
 The video was produced by QUT’s eTV. To produce the scripts for the videos, a review of the relevant case law 
was conducted and interviews with industry professionals were undertaken to ensure that the videos provided 
realistic scenarios. Michelle is grateful for the assistance provided by Cheryl Treloar, QUT in relation to research 
and writing associated with the development of the script. 
43
 Dunn, Morgan, O’Reilly, Parry, supra n.6, 175-176.  
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Figure 2: A PowerPoint slide telling part of the story of Ruby’s Music Festival. 
 
Students were then given a fictional piece of legislation which outlined the rules for use of the 
transit card and from which they could ascertain the elements of the offence of “fare evasion” 
which are identified in Figure 3: 
13 
 
 
Figure 3: The Powerpoint slide outlining the elements of the offence of fare evasion. 
 
Students were asked to consider whether Ruby has contravened the legislation prohibiting “fare 
evasion” in three different scenarios. This first activity uses variation theory as identified in the 
ALTC Threshold Concepts and Variations Theory Project and as a model we referred to the 
problem solving exercise available on the website. 44  Subtle changes in the facts in each 
scenario enabled different legal issues to arise that were designed to lead students to different 
legal outcomes in relation to whether the legislation had been contravened. In the first situation, 
there is no contravention. In the second the legislation is clearly contravened and in the third, 
there is a dispute over the facts and the solution is not clear. 
                                                          
44
Australian Learning and Teaching Council, Threshold Concepts and Variations Theory Project supra n12. While 
we also chose to base the first scenario around a piece of fictional legislation and to ascertain whether Ruby had 
contravened that legislation, subsequent activities we have developed give rise to more complex legal questions and 
do not use variation theory.  
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The activity posed a series of questions on the screen which guided students through the 
problem solving process. Students were then asked whether the relevant section had been 
contravened. They were given the opportunity to formulate their own answer for each step in the 
problem solving process before they were given some examples of correct answers:  
 
Figure 4: The Powerpoint slide outlining Page 1 of a sample answer. The sample answer is only 
exposed when the student clicks on the link. 
 
In all cases, the issues arising on the facts were identified, the relevant law explained, the law 
was applied to the facts and then a conclusion based on those facts reached.  
At the end of the activity, students were asked to reflect on what they had done and to consider 
the problem-solving process they had used.  Prompt questions like those used in the ALTC 
15 
 
Threshold Concepts and Variations Theory Project problem solving exercise were used to 
facilitate this:  
 
Figure 5: The Powerpoint slide assisting students to reflect on their understanding of how to 
apply the problem-solving method. 
 
This activity provided students with formative feedback on their learning and a chance to 
prepare for their summative assignment task. In developing the on-line activity and the 
supporting face to face sessions, we also had regard to the literature and a QUT student survey 
on ‘good feedback’ and in the next section we will discuss this. 
 
 
What is ‘feedback’? 
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Universities often struggle to satisfy students’ need for feedback. This is an area where student 
satisfaction with their courses can be low. Yet it is clear that one of the principles of good 
teaching is providing students with high quality feedback on their work.45 The term “feedback” is 
often associated with summative assessment given by a teacher after work is completed. The 
student can often be a passive participant in the process.46  
Often students consider that the mark achieved is the feedback of the most value. This is 
despite reports that many students are in “greater need of qualitative feedback.” 47  While 
evidence suggests that lecturers providing written comments on assessment tasks “is more 
effective than providing grades”48  this feedback may come too late.49 Also, some students do 
not collect their marked assessment tasks as interest in improving their performance may wane 
once their marks are received.  
For example, in 2012, the number of assessment items lodged by students at QUT was 
156,405. These assessment items were marked and of the 156, 405 marked assessment items 
available, 83, 835 assignment items were collected by students. This meant that more than 46% 
of assessment items were not retrieved.50 
 
 
What do our QUT Law students consider is ‘good feedback’? 
                                                          
45
 Ramsden, supra n.13, 86-87. 
46
 For the benefits of good feedback practice see D. Nicol and D. Macfarlane-Dick, “Formative assessment and self-
regulated learning: A model and seven principles of good feedback practice” (2006) 31(2) Studies in Higher 
Education 199-218. 
47 A. Bone, “The impact of formative assessment on student learning” [2006] 3 Web JCLI  
http://webjcli.ncl.ac.uk/2006/issue3/bone3.html (accessed 8 August 2013) which refers to the research of V. 
Bermingham and J Hodgson (2005) http:/www.ukcle.ac.uk/research/projects/hodgson.html. 
48
 J. Hattie and H. Timperley, “The Power of Feedback” (2007) 77(1) Review of Educational Research 81, 92. 
49
 Bone, supra n.46. For further discussion of the effects of immediate and delayed feedback see Hattie and 
Timperley, supra n.47, 98. 
50
 These statistics were collated by the QUT unit responsible for the lodgement and return of assessment items called 
“Assignment Minder”.   
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In designing our activity we were aware that while a number of different types of feedback may 
be given, “students may fail to recognise the many ways in which feedback is provided – if it is 
not in writing directed to them personally, it has not happened.”51 In an attempt to narrow the 
gap between the literature and lecturer and student perceptions, we accessed a 2010 study of 
QUT Law Faculty students which gauged student preferences of feedback.  The study involved 
a series of focus groups. The focus groups were facilitated by staff from the QUT Faculty of 
Law.52 The student participants were self-selecting volunteers studying in the Schools of Law, 
Justice and Legal Practice.  
Not surprisingly most students involved in the workshops linked feedback to improved learning 
outcomes. Some important attributes of valuable feedback that were identified were consistency 
of feedback and timeliness. Students also noted that there should be modelling of points made 
to enable them to understand what the feedback requires and means, and that feedback should 
feed forward to the next piece of assessment. The forms of feedback most valued by these 
students included oral feedback, non-compulsory online quizzes and exemplars.  
These surveys informed the design of our online activity.  It was constructed so that instant 
feedback was provided to students and the information supplied was consistent, in that all 
students obtained the same information regarding the model of problem-solving and the same 
model responses for the different scenarios. The activity also provided “exemplars” by providing 
samples of high quality answers to the questions. 
We also had regard to the literature of what “good feedback” is considered to be in a higher 
education environment and we will discuss this in the next section. 
                                                          
51
 K. Bright, Providing Individual Written Feedback on Formative and Summative Assessments (UK Centre for 
Legal Education, 2009), http://ukcle.ac.uk quoted in Adcroft, A. “Speaking the same language? Perceptions of 
feedback amongst academic staff and students in a school of law” (2010) 44(3) The Law Teacher 250 at 253. 
52
 The focus groups were held as part of a Feedback project led by Professor Melinda Shirley and the Project Officer 
was Elizabeth Grist. They were conducted in small groups of three students with two members of the QUT teaching 
staff facilitating the discussions. 
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What does the literature indicate are the indicia of high quality ‘feedback’ and how did 
our activity comply with these principles and the perceptions of our students? 
 
For an activity to provide enhanced opportunities for feedback and as a consequence, better 
learning outcomes for students, its design should incorporate the principles of good feedback 
practice as identified by the literature. Nicol and MacFarlane-Dick have suggested that good 
feedback practice: 
1. helps clarify what good performance is (goals, criteria, expected standards); 
2. facilitates the development of self-assessment (reflection) in learning; 
3. delivers high quality information to students about their learning; 
4. encourages teacher and peer dialogue around learning; 
5. encourages positive motivational beliefs and self-esteem;  
6. provides opportunities to close the gap between current and desired performance; and 
7. provides information to teachers that can be used to help shape the teaching.
 53
 
 
The following discussion demonstrates how the online activity we designed complied with these 
principles:  
Helped clarify what good performance is (goals, criteria, expected standards) and provides 
opportunities to close the gap between current and desired performance 
The online formative activity helped to articulate to students what good performance was 
considered to be on the final summative assessment task and what our expectations were of 
them. The various stages of the problem-solving process were highlighted and sample 
responses provided. These sample responses delivered to students “exemplars” of good 
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 Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, supra n. 45, 205. For further discussion of the literature surrounding feedback 
principles see Adcroft, supra n.50, 252-254. 
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performance.54 Students were able to compare their attempts with the sample answers which 
provided an “objective standard against which students can compare their work.”55  This was 
done to increase their understanding of the process and of the responses they were required to 
give and ultimately to narrow the gap between student and lecturer understanding of the 
assessment task. 
Students were also supplied with a criteria sheet that set out clearly what the standards were to 
achieve various levels of results.56 The three criteria were: knowledge and understanding of 
relevant legal issues, problem-solving and reasoning and formal writing skills.  
 
Facilitated the development of self-assessment (reflection) in learning 
Research shows that students find online tests and quizzes helpful in checking their level of 
understanding of unit concepts.57 In the Introduction to Law unit students were able to work 
through the different scenarios via the unit Blackboard site in their own time. They were 
encouraged to complete the exercises for themselves but to use the sample responses to self-
assess their work and therefore self-regulate their learning progress. 58  The activity also 
encouraged students to reflect on their understanding of the problem-solving method and the 
quality of the written work they completed as, at the end of each scenario, a slide appeared 
asking prompt questions to encourage their reflections. 
 
 
Delivered high quality information to students about their learning and encourage positive 
motivational beliefs and self esteem 
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 D. Nicol and C. Milligan “Rethinking technology-supported assessment practices in relation to the seven 
principles of good feedback practice”, in Bryan, C, and Clegg, K, (eds), Innovative Assessment in Higher Education 
(Oxon, Routledge, 2007), 66. 
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 Ibid. 
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 Ibid 67. 
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 Ibid 66. 
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The feedback to students from these activities was instant and highly relevant. It provided an 
opportunity to close the gap between current and desired student performance by modelling the 
method to be adopted and by providing sample high quality answers. It complied with what Nicol 
and Macfarlane-Dick have stated is essential for good quality feedback, as it was “information 
that helps students troubleshoot their own performance and self-correct…”59 The focus of the 
exercise was on learning and no marks or grades were attached. The generic feedback was 
delivered in a private and non-threatening way and encouraged in students a positive belief that 
they could complete the summative assignment task, increasing their confidence and self-
esteem.  
 
 
Encouraged teacher and peer dialogue around learning  
It has been said that “If external feedback is to help scaffold the development of student self-
regulation, it must be understood, internalised and ultimately used by the student to make 
evaluative judgments about their own learning outcomes.”60 Therefore the online activity was 
not conducted in isolation or in a vacuum. We were aware that “blended learning ensures that 
online communication is not faceless.”61 In addition to the instruction in week two, an in-person 
workshop was conducted in the last week of the semester, approximately ten days before the 
final summative assignment was due.62 Two lecturers attended the workshop and students were 
given further scenarios to work through using the problem-solving method. They were required 
to use what they had learnt after completing the online activities, to produce appropriate 
answers to the legal problems outlined in the in-class scenarios.  
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Provided information to teachers that can be used to help shape the teaching.  
The two lecturers in attendance provided oral feedback to students on their in-class attempts. 
Students were encouraged to ask any outstanding questions to encourage a dialogue between 
students and lecturers around what was required to complete the assessment task successfully. 
This provided an opportunity for the teaching staff to assess how students were coping with the 
task and offer them further guidance to ensure that learning outcomes were achieved. 
Although we had designed the unit activities to comply with what we considered were the indicia 
of “good feedback” we also conducted a survey of our unit cohort to ascertain their perceptions 
of the online activity. This information helped the teaching team to review and reflect on how 
students coped with this task and assisted us to improve on our formative assessment approach 
in 2012.63 
 
Student Evaluation of the Activity 
At the end of 2011, after the first cohort of Introduction to Law students had used the resource 
and was in the process of preparing their summative assignment task, a written evaluation was 
conducted.  In this offering of the unit, the student group was relatively small with 55 students, 
19 of whom voluntarily completed the written evaluation in class.64  
Of the students surveyed, none had used a legal problem solving method before.65 All those 
surveyed found the activity provided some learning benefit with 79 percent finding it provided 
either “a great deal of learning” or “significant learning”.66 Of the students surveyed, none found 
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the activity difficult to use.67 On a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 being “extremely confusing”, 6 being 
“quite easy” and 7 being “extremely easy”,  79 percent found the activity “extremely easy” or 
“quite easy” to use. All those surveyed indicated they would be happy to work through more 
scenarios like this.68  One student indicated they would have preferred to have the activity 
available at an earlier time in the semester.69 Students confirmed that the activity did clarify what 
good performance is, the standard expected and it also provided instant feedback.70 Other 
comments included: 
 Clearly outlines principle.  
 Gives examples on a step by step basis.  
 The resource put the scenario into context which made it easier to understand. 
 Was able to apply the law we were learning in class into a real situation.  
 Example of how to write.  
 Provided examples of how to use ISAAC and transform it into an answer.  
 Demonstration of the ISSAC structure lay out. 
 Able to try and answer the question before being given the correct answer. 
 Breakdown of each question and the brief afterwards. 
 Simple language where each scenario was well explained.   
 
 
Evaluation and Reflections- what did we learn and where to from here? 
Although the results of our Introduction to Law student evaluation were derived from a small 
sample it provided us with some consistent themes that, in conjunction with staff observations 
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and reflections, we used to improve the unit for the 2012 cohort. It was clear that the majority of 
2011 students sampled reported that the activity assisted them with their summative 
assessment task.  
In 2012 the Introduction to Law student cohort has risen to 154 students. The activities available 
under the umbrella of ‘Ruby’s Music Festival’ have been expanded and from 2013 there will be 
three separate activities outlining different situations encountered by Ruby as she organises the 
music festival. In the second scenario students consider Ruby’s position when her brother Axel, 
a country music sensation who had been booked to appear at the music festival, reneges on the 
promise. Students are able to apply their knowledge of contract law to resolve the problem. 
Situation three involves personal injury to two spectators, Archie and Rodney. Archie is injured 
while crowd surfing and a disco ball falls on Rodney’s head. Students investigate whether the 
disco ball was affixed negligently. They set about using the problem-solving method to consider 
Ruby’s liability in each case.  
In 2011 the online activities were available 4 weeks before students were required to complete 
the summative task. One student sampled reported that this did not give them enough time to 
engage in the activities and, in response, the activities have now been made available from the 
beginning of the semester so that any problems related to timely availability have been avoided.  
There are many factors that impact on the quality of the work finally produced by our students.71 
However, it was clear that our 2011 student sample believed that the online activity clarified 
what was required of them and built up their confidence and self-esteem.72 However, an issue in 
2011 was that class attendance at the week 13 workshop was low. To avoid the cohort treating 
the final workshop as a ‘week off’ and in order to consolidate the online instruction, the week 13 
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workshop was not held in 2012, and the content of that week was incorporated into the lectorials 
held from weeks 1-10.  
We also decided to make changes to the assessment in response to our review of the student 
evaluation and after staff reflected on whether the assessment schedule could be improved to 
better align with and achieve the learning outcomes.73  We also wanted to reduce some of the 
stress for our students who found studying law for the first time challenging and to better align 
the assessment in this unit with the second unit of study, Entertainment Law which had a 50% 
final multiple choice exam.  
The weighting of the various assessment items, their timing and, in one case, the type of 
assessment has changed. Instead of the case report, the first item of assessment is now a 
reflective journal. Students are required to attend a sitting of parliament or court and write a 
reflective journal providing their observations. This item is weighted at 20%.74 The activity was 
introduced to encourage student attendance at court or parliament, as few took up this 
opportunity in 2011 when an optional excursion was offered.  Linking a summative assessment 
item to the visit has resolved the issue of low attendance as many more students participated. 
Also, feedback from the first offering of the unit was that students found writing a case report 
overwhelming at such an early stage of their study and have coped better with this new 
assessment activity.75  
The problem-solving assignment is the second item of assessment to be completed by week 10 
of the semester and it is now weighted at 30%.  In 2011 it was expected that students would 
identify the area of law they should consider when assessing the fact scenarios. After 
considering the student evaluation, taking into account our observations of the students’ ability 
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to achieve this and considering the breadth of material covered in the unit, we have decided to 
be more specific in the wording of the questions and to specifically indicate to students the area 
of law they are to consider.  This assignment was completed to a much higher standard in 2012 
with an average mark of 64% and a failure rate of less than 5%. 
The multiple choice exam is now conducted at the end of the semester and has a weighting of 
50%. It covers all material completed throughout the semester and tests our students’ 
knowledge of the theory. It will also include problems based on short scenarios.  It assesses the 
students’ attainment of the first three learning outcomes.    
 
Conclusion 
The aim of the unit Introduction to Law was to improve the ability of our students as future 
consumers of legal services to understand the Australian legal system, identify legal issues and 
provide appropriate responses in simple scenarios. Essentially we focused on increasing their 
understanding of the relevant areas of the law and legal processes. The online activity was 
integral to student understanding of the process of legal problem-solving. While the 
development of the activity and the subsequent activities incorporated into the unit in 2012 have 
involved a significant investment of staff time and financial resources, it is clear that they have 
provided much needed formative feedback to students with limited experience of the law, many 
of whom were apprehensive about their ability to successfully complete a law unit.  We will 
continue to reflect on future student evaluations of the unit to determine whether the many 
changes we have made in further developing and refining the online activity and to the 
assessment have improved the overall learning experience for our student cohort. 
